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Who owns educational research? Disciplinary conundrums and considerations ± 
a challenge to the funding councils and to education departments 
 
Introduction 
 
In this article we present our experience of working as academics and researchers in 
education departments in the UK. Our particular concern is the way in which 
educational research is funded as well as where it is situated. We consider that inter-
disciplinary research, while being encouraged by research councils, is also made more 
difficult by thesHVDPHUHVHDUFKFRXQFLO¶VIXQGLQJVWUXFWXUHV:HFRQVLGHUWKDWWKLV
has an effect on defining what educational research is and could be. We argue that 
this is important not only in relation to the range of disciplinary perspectives that can 
be drawn upon within educational settings, for example, the need to engage with 
disciplines such as English, History, Philosophy, Music and Fine Art, but also in 
relation to methodological understandings of how research should be conducted 
within educational settings. We suggest that this approach has served to limit the 
scope of where educational research can take place. Educational research in its 
broadest sense can take place within classrooms, but also in homes, community 
centres, parks, youth contexts, beside ponds, within music performances, and in 
DUWLVWV¶VWXGLRV%\ZLGHQLQJWKHDUJXPHQWDERXWZKDWHGXFDWLRQDOUHVHDUFKVKRXOGEH
we are also widening disciplinary and epistemological structural arguments. 
 
We begin by describing our experience of the Economic and Social Research Council, 
and then move on to the Arts and Humanities Research Council. Our central argument 
is that education as a field is badly served by a division across the Research Councils 
of the UK, and there needs to be a wider recognition of the way in which both 
methodological and theoretical perspectives within education departments can be 
LQIRUPHGE\DUWVDQGKXPDQLWLHV¶SHUVSHFWLYHVDVZHOODVWKHVRFLDOVFLHQFHV:HDUH
concerned that innovative, engaged research is slipping through a net that means a 
much more narrow understanding of education is promoted by Research Councils 
UK. This situation is not duplicated in other countries, with notable examples of cross 
disciplinary research in education emerging both in Australia and the US, in 
particular. In this article, we hope to begin a similar shift in the UK. Both of us have 
first degrees in English and our doctorates were in social anthropology (Kate) and 
sociology (Bethan). However, we have drawn on a range of disciplines to conduct our 
research. While Bethan has developed a lens from literary and hermeneutic theory, 
Kate has drawn upon relational arts practice together with aesthetic theory as well as 
collaborative ethnography to conduct her studies.  We share an interest in the New 
Literacy Studies, linguistics and literary theory. Together we present some examples 
from our own research practice and offer a challenge to Research Councils UK, as 
well as education departments, to consider the way research is funded and supported 
within Universities.  We outline particular disciplinary perspectives we have taken in 
the field of educational research including literary approaches and embodied, situation 
and aesthetic approaches. Disciplines such as philosophy, English and art theory are 
considered as useful modes of enquiry in educational contexts. We take as our key 
exemplar and model for the future the AHRC-led Connected Communities 
programme, which is currently making significant inroads in supporting cross and 
interdisciplinary research within communities that is, in many cases, community led 
and directed. It represents a challenge to conventional conceptual frameworks of what 
educational research is, and should be, and should be taken seriously by those 
working in Education departments in the UK.  
 
The ESRC and AHRC 
England has two major funding bodies for research - the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council and the Economic and Social-Sciences Research Council. There are 
other places to go if you want to carry out research such as Leverhulme or the 
Gulbenkian Foundation but the AHRC and the ESRC are government backed. As it 
says in their titles, one funds the arts and humanities the other the social sciences. 
Education has traditionally fallen under the latter. The reason for this is two-fold: it is 
generally considered a social science and anything which involves, for example 
classroom observation, is counted, according to the AHRC, as non-arts based. Any 
research, then, that takes an arts-based approach to education is presented with a 
problem in relation to research funding criteria. 
 
In a recent proposal, for example, for the ESRC, which looked at the teaching of 
English in Scotland and England, (Marshall et al, 2012) the research bid attempted to 
say that close reading, of the materials collected, which was based on critical 
appraisal, would constitute a major part of the data collection one reviewer wrote:   
 
As a mere social scientist I find it hard to follow the proposal's account of how 
connoisseurship and critical appraisal will be used as methods of research, that is 
as ways to collect data that answer research questions: does authenticity translate 
as validity. 
 
Now it may well be that there were other reasons why the proposal was turned down. 
It might be that we were unlucky with the reviewer. It may be that the proposal itself, 
was deemed at the final stage, poor. Nevertheless the review exemplifies part of the 
problem. To begin with WKH\GHVFULEHWKHPVHOYHVDVDµPHUHVRFLDO-VFLHQWLVW¶
FRQWUDVWLQJWKLVZLWKWKHSURSRVDO¶VGHVLUHWRXVHµFULWLFDODSSUDLVDO¶7KHXVHRIWKH
ZRUGµPHUH¶Kints, at the least, at self-deprecation, and at the worst a kind of sarcasm, 
JLYHQWKDWWKHUHYLHZHU¶VµPHUHVRFLDOVFLHQFH¶is set, somewhat ironically, against the 
DUWVQRWLRQRIµFRQQRLVVHXUVKLS¶7KHQWKHUHLVWKHNH\WRthe TXHVWLRQµGRHV
DXWKHQWLFLW\WUDQVODWHDVYDOLGLW\¶, which is very much the response of a social 
scientist. It is asking specifically about the validity of the research and with that 
question it contains the implicit notion of reliability as well. This, the reviewer seems 
WRDUJXHFDQQRWEHGHFLGHGE\QLFHSRQGHULQJVRIFULWLFDODSSUDLVDOµDXWKHQWLFLW\¶FDQ
only be a secondary, subjective issue and, while important, it is not the same as 
µYDOLG¶UHVHDUFK 
 
Their views are reinforced by the final board meeting of the ESRC where one 
LQWURGXFHUFRPPHQWVµIt might be wondered why a project that appears to reject 
social science is applying for funding from a social science funding body. There are 
plenty of other sources for arts-EDVHGJUDQWV¶,QIDFWWKHUHDUHQRWµSOHQW\RIRWKHU
sources for arts-EDVHGJUDQWV¶7KH$+5&IRULQVWDQFHGRHVQRWORRNDWFODVVURRP-
based research seeing it as a social science. And herein lies the problem. We were not 
rejecting social science per se, just choosing a methodology that was, in this case, arts 
based.  
 
This sharp methodological distinction between social sciences and the arts in the UK 
is being challenged. A conference based on Arts-Based and Artistic Research met for 
the first time in January 2013 and is meeting again in January 2014 in a conference 
entitled Arts-Based Research and Artistic: Research: Insights and Critical Reflections 
on Issues and Methodologies. It is being queried in the US as well. Although the type 
of educational research in the States has traditionally been social science orientated, 
with a tendency to quantitative research, nevertheless arts based research is not 
completely rejected. One of the chief advocates of arts-based research is Elliot Eisner. 
Between 1992- 1993 he was president of the American Education Research 
Association and they, in turn, are now attempting to put a special interest group 
dedicated to the his scholarship.  
 
On occasion the ESRC does take the approach of Elliot Eisner (we will discuss his 
contribution to arts-based research later in the article). The Teaching and Learning 
Research Project, funded by the ESRC, claimed to want innovative research 
PHWKRGRORJLHV,QDSDSHUZULWWHQDVDUHVXOWRIDSURMHFWIXQGHGE\WKH7/53µHow 
WHDFKHUVHQJDJHZLWK$VVHVVPHQWIRU/HDUQLQJOHVVRQVIURPWKHFODVVURRP¶0DUVKDOO
and Drummond, 2006) Bethan used Eisner as part of her research methodology in 
looking at classroom practice.  But this is rare and it was not declared in the ESRC 
research proposal, only that we would be innovative methodologically. 
 
The nature of English and Educational Research 
Of course a look at research methodology is not new. The way we perceive the object 
that we are going to research, the methodologies we employ and the way in which 
these are contentious, particularly in qualitative research. We argue between the 
qualitative and the quantitative; the nature of objectivity and subjectivity; the wish of 
policy makers for decisive findings and the tendency of those involved in research to, 
at best make the issue look complicated and, from the policy makers point of view, 
obfuscate.  
 
Two researchers who have looked at the field of educational research in particular are 
Stronach and MacLure.  Stronach declares in the title of his book that µMethod Made 
8V0DG¶DQG0DF/XUHWDONVRIµ7KH2IIHQFHRI7KHRU\¶LQWKHWLWOHRIDQ
article in she wrote in 2010. In another she speaks of the baroque method that is like a 
µERQHLQWKHWKURDW¶DQGWKHQJRHVRQWRGHVFULEHWKHDUWLFOHZLWKWKHSKUDVHDV
µVRPHXQFHUWDLQWKRXJKWV¶The idea then that educational research resists novel 
approaches or is reticent to take on something new is, therefore, untrue. Even if the 
titles of these works suggest that we may choke on the novel or that it may drive as to 
lunacy, still these attempts at looking at the world of education through different 
lenses have still occurred. And yet even these two researchers still take a loosely 
social science approach.  
 
If we take MacLure (2006) as an example and look at her article on the baroque she 
takes the entity that she is considering and perceives it in a baroque fashion. She takes 
the classroom and comments on the fact that its size, its significance can be seen in a 
number of different ways. She contemplates the cabinet of curiosities and writes that 
again objects can be hidden from view and then revealed suddenly, as can happen in 
UHVHDUFKµA baroque method would respect the recalcitrance of the object of study²
not only its complexity but also its capacity for resisting social explanation and for 
XQVHWWOLQJWKHFRPSRVXUHRIUHVHDUFKHUV¶LELGS6R,  
 
A baroque method might therefore find complicating, disconcerting ways of 
engaging and representing educational scenes. It would recommend disruptive 
writing, which intentionally undermines its own self-certainty, interferes with the 
hierarchical disposition of its conceptual structures, and blurs the illusory 
transparency of its access to the world (p734). 
 
In so doing she asks the reader/ researcher to put on hold set ways of exploring reality 
but it is a methodology for understanding what goes on in an aspect of the educational 
world. And while it borrows from an arts based approach and the desire to see that 
Baroque return to modern culture (Lambert, 2004) MacLure occupies a social 
scientists slant on it LQWKDWVKHZLVKHVWRHPSOR\/DPEHUW¶VDSSURDFK
methodologically.  
 
In some respects our want to see the arts as having a place in educational theory is 
VRPHZKDWVLPLODUWR0DF/XUH¶VQHHGIRUWKHGLVUXSWLYHQDWXUHRIWKHEDURTXHDVDZD\
of looking at, for example, the complexities of the classroom.  Yet the arts, or the 
critical, analytical nature of the arts, might be said to be systematically excluded from 
the world of social science. And this brings us to the tools of English criticism. It is 
strange that a subject renowned for analytic work should be not so much scorned but 
systematically overlooked in favour of a social science approach in education. 
English, as a school subject, surfaced somewhere in the mid nineteenth century 
though study of books, all be it for oral work, dates further back to the Dissenting 
academies and schools (Marshall, 2004). It emerged in Universities towards the end 
of the nineteen hundreds ± University College London ran a degree for example 
(Doyle, 1989). There have been great squabbles as to what constitutes English both at 
University and school level (see Barnes et al, 1984; Creber, 1990; Davies, 1996 and 
Marshall, 2000). Battles have been fought over what and how we teach (Marshall 
2000 and 2004) yet whatever position is taken criticism or textual analysis of some 
sort is seen as essential to the subject. 
 
7KLVLVQRWWRVD\WKDWµSUDFWLFDOFULWLFLVP¶DVDGYRFDWHGE\/HDYLVDQG5LFKDUGV
should be the norm, whereby we understand what a writer intended by our reading, 
but that close reading of a text, whether we take for example, a New Historisist 
perspective or a structuralist one, a feminist take or queer theory ± each one relies on 
detailed textual analysis. Indeed some have argued, that in an attempt to become to 
theoretical we are in danger of loosing that essence of English study (see for example 
Sutherland 1996). 
 
Part of what one learns to do on an English degree is to take apart what we have read 
and in so doing gain more insight into what we think the text is about. And as teachers 
we are trying to show pupils ways in which this can be done. Again we can get lost in 
whether we are taking, for example, a reader response view (Rosenblatt, 1994 and 
Fish, 1980) a genre perspective (Martin, 1992; Halliday, 2014; Cope and 
Kalantzis,1993) a critical literacy view (Morgan, 2002) or even a Leavisite stance. 
What is important for now is to see how each asks that we look at the language 
closely.  
 
But it is also important that English is seen as an arts subject. There are many ways of 
looking at language that have a social science inclination. The chief amongst these is 
discourse analysis. Discourse analysis can be subdivided and disagreed over too. Gee 
(2014), for example differentiates between Discourse with a capital D, to mean 
µODQJXDJHDVRWKHUVWXII¶DQGGLVFRXUVHZLWKLQDOLWWOHµG¶ZKLFKLVSXUHO\OLQJXLVWLFLQ
mode, thus attempting to differentiate from the linguistic form of discourse analysis. 
Yet however one chooses to define it discourse analysis it relies on a systematic 
reading of a text that does not allow for anomalies. It looks for linguistic patterns. 
Even if anomalies appear they do so as part of the linguistic pattern that has been 
determined rather than as a curiosity that is worth exploring.  
 
If we take a purely anecdotal example of a third year examination in linguistics we 
will see what that can mean. A group of thirty-five, third year undergraduates were 
given a text by Macaulay on the Long Parliament. They were asked to write on what 
they found unusual about the text. All of them bar one did a discourse analysis on the 
text pointing out feature and patterns that they found within it. The one exception 
wrote that it was an unusual piece because although it was ostensibly a history text it 
was written like a story. Because the examiners were troubled that only one student 
had identified this major feature of the text they gave it to a sixteen year old studying 
for an English GCSE exam and asked her to complete the paper as if it were one of 
her exams. She immediately wrote of the texts narrative qualities, the same answer as 
the only third year student who had identified this feature. Something about a 
linguistic approach prevented the vast majority of students seeing, what to an English 
student was obvious.  
 
It may be, again, that the fact that you are giving a text to language students where the 
dominant view will be a linguistic one, which indeed it was, demonstrates nothing. 
But in a way that proves the point. If you ask someone to look at a classroom ± be it 
linguistic, sociological even postmodern, as MacLure (2006, 2010) or Stronach 
(2009) do, you tend to get that point of view dominating the analysis. You need, 
therefore to encourage multiple readings of a classroom, including the arts, because 
they may have something different to say. 
 
In a chapter of a book entitled µ7KH5RRWVRI Connoisseurship and Criticism¶ Eisner 
wrote that, µEducational connoisseurship and educational criticism make plain the 
importance of forms of representation other than those used in traditional social 
science¶Eisner, 2002. P e-7), (social science being the field of work in which he 
believes education sits).  He had already written a book called The Enlightened Eye in 
1991 partly because he wished to include the arts within the discipline of educational 
research. In it he claims that the arts allow for the µH[SDQVLRQRISHUFHSWLRQDQGWKH
HQODUJHPHQWRIXQGHUVWDQGLQJ¶(LVQHUSDQGVKRXOGWKHUHIRUHEHDn 
essential part of educational research. He also writes of the need for connoisseurship. 
Vars, writing about the need for connoisseurship claims that it is µWKHDELOLW\WRPDNH
fine-JUDLQHGGLVFULPLQDWLRQVDPRQJFRPSOH[TXDOLWLHV¶DQGTXRWLQJ(LVQHUJRHVRQWR
say that µ&ULWLFLVPLVWKHFRQQRLVVHXU¶VGLVFORVXUHRIWKRVHSHUFHSWLRQV ³VRWKDWRWKHUV
not possessing his level of connoisseurship can also HQWHULQWRWKHZRUN´S¶ 
(Vars, 2002, p70).  
 
The notion of connoisseurship can be seen as controversial even from an arts 
SHUVSHFWLYHLQWKDWLWFDQEHVHHQDVHOLWLVW2QHSHUVRQ¶VLGHDRIJRRGPLJKWQRWbe 
shared with others. This though could be seen the essence of arts based criticism in 
WKDWWKHµFRQQRLVVHXUVKLS¶RIRQHFULWLFFDQEHSODXVLEO\GLVDJUHHGZLWKE\DQRWKHU
That is why the social scientists have systems of research methodology that are meant 
to do away with the subjective. Yet even arts based criticism needs evidence to 
support its ideas. 
 
In a more recent publication with Tom Barone, Arts Based Research (2012) Eisner 
returns to the dilemma facing anyone who wants to consider the arts within the world 
of education as a social science:  
 
The preoccupation with what we think of as misguided precision has led to the 
standardization of research methodology, the standardization that uses the 
assumptions, and procedures of the physical sciences as the model to be emulated 
(Eisner and Barone, 2012 p2). 
 
%\FRQWUDVWWKH\DGYRFDWHDQDUWVEDVHGUHVHDUFKZKLFKDJDLQWKH\µGHILQHDVD
method designed to enlarge human understanding. Arts based research is the 
XWLOL]DWLRQRIDHVWKHWLFMXGJPHQW¶LELGS7KLVLVEHFDXVHµSD\LQJFORVHDWWHQWLRQWR
WKHQXDQFHVWKDWIORZIURPWKHSHUFHSWLRQRITXDOLWLHVEHFRPHVDFULWLFDOIHDWXUH¶
LELGS,IZHWDNHDQ(QJOLVKFULWLFZHZLOOVHHZKDWWKLVPHDQV,Q7RP3DXOLQ¶V
book,  Minotaur: Poetry and the Nation State KHTXRWHV:RUGVZRUWK¶VThe 
Prelude: 
 
How quickly mighty Nations have been formed,  
From least beginnings; how, together locked 
By new opinions, scattered tribes have made 
One body, spreading wide as heaven. 
 
+HJRHVRQWRVD\µ3XQQLQJVXEFRQVFLRXVO\RQ/RFNHDVDSRLQWHUWR5RXVVHDX¶V
WKHRU\RIVRFLDOFRQWUDFW:RUGVZRUWKLGHQWLILHVQDWXUHZLWKVSLULW¶LELGS± 2). To 
begin with he is writing a book on the nation state and is using Wordsworth as an 
example of a poet who is considering this in some way. Next he is citing two of the 
major writers on the nation state and social contract, Locke and Rousseau, partly and, 
possibly, because their views are not wholly compatible. Then he is asking that you 
know this when you read what he is saying. But Paulin is also making assumptions, 
ZKLFKPD\ZRUU\WKHVRFLDOVFLHQWLVW+LVYLHZRI:RUGVZRUWKLGHQWLI\LQJµQDWXUH
ZLWKVSLULW¶LVSDUWRIWKHSDQWKHLVWLFQRWLRQWKDW:RUGVZRUWKKHOGEXWLWLVDOVREDVHG
RQ3DXOLQ¶VYLHZWKDW:RUGVZRUWKKDVµVXEFRQVFLRXVO\¶SXQQHGRQ/RFNH¶DQGWKDW
WKLVLVDSRLQWHUWRµ5RXVVHDX¶3DXOLQFDQQRWNQRZWKDWWKLVLVWUXH,WLVDQDVVXPSWLRQ
on his part, but it is an assumption based on evidence within the text. Condensed then 
LQWKDWRQHVHQWHQFHLVDFULWLFZKRLVµSD\LQJFORVHDWWHQWLRQWRWKHQXDQFHV¶(Eisner 
and Barone, 2012 p11). Hinted at, or clearly told, Paulin has conveyed the views of 
Wordsworth, Locke and Rousseau. This is what critical appraisal and connoisseurship 
FDQGRHYHQLIWKH\GRQRWREH\WKHµVWDQGDUGL]DWLRQRIUHVHDUFKPHWKRGRORJ\¶ZLWKLWV
µPLVJXLGHGSUHFLVLRQ¶LELGS 
 
0XFKRI(LVQHU¶VZRUNLVEDVHGRQ-RKQ'HZH\LQSDUWLFXODUDERRNZKLFKKHZURWH
called Art as Experience (1932/2005). Dewey saw art as entirely about our ability to 
see thinJVDHVWKHWLFDOO\DVDERXWµLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQDOLYHFUHDWXUHDQGVRPHDVSHFW
RIWKHZRUOG¶'HZH\S%XWKHVDZPRUH$UWKHFODLPHGZDVDOVR
about people producing or creating works of art as well. For him artistry interwove 
these two elements ± the ability to appreciate something as an audience and the ability 
to create or produce an artefact. The artist, then, is a person can stand within an 
experience and outside it simultaneously. In so doing they have a dual perspective 
which enables them to position themselves as both as the audience and creator at the 
VDPHWLPHµ7REHWUXO\DUWLVWLF¶'HZH\ZURWHµDZRUNPXVWEHDHVWKHWLF± that is 
IUDPHGIRUHQMR\HGUHFHSWLYHSHUFHSWLRQ¶LELGS7KHµDUW¶RIWKHFULWLFRU
connoisseur is to EHWKDWUHFHSWLYHSHUFHLYHUH[HUFLVLQJµDHVWKHWLFMXGJHPHQW¶%DURQH
and Eisner, 2012, p11). 
And this is what differentiates any form of linguistic or discourse analysis or from 
English. Part of the strength of English is that you can approach a text from a myriad 
of different points of view including, on some occasions the most obvious. There is 
no system other than the one which you have chosen to adopt at that moment. It is 
this, however, that makes it so problematic from a social science perspective. It 
appears idiosyncratic and subjective. 
 
Why an arts-based approach? The Case of Connected Communities 
 So what does the Arts and Humanities Research Council have to offer? The AHRC 
has its core mission support for arts and humanities research but recently has taken a 
route into a much more engaged, community led form of research. The Research 
&RXQFLO¶V&RQnected Communities programme is a cross-council programme which is 
supported across many of the research councils but is led by the AHRC. The 
programme was launched through an initial summit event in 2010 where academics 
were invited to attend for two days, and work together to prepare funding proposals. 
The key requirement was the need to engage with community groups, in many cases 
as co-researchers, and also to have the arts and humanities at the core of the research 
projects.  Academics were encouraged to form cross-disciplinary groups including 
community organizations. These groups might look at a particular question or 
problem drawing on arts and humanities perspectives. The funding required in many 
cases that the research was community led or directed, or co-produced. While 
research agendas and questions tend to come from Universities, this programme 
encouraged researchers to work with communities to generate research that was 
KHOSIXODQGUHOHYDQWWRWKHP)RUH[DPSOH,Q.DWH¶VLQLWLDOSURMHFWVµ:ULWLng in the 
+RPHDQGLQWKH6WUHHW¶DQGµ6RFLDO3DUNV¶KHUUHVHDUFKFRQFHSWVDQGIUDPLQJFDPH
directly from her experience of working with young people in a community library 
and in a park. She drew on this experience to formulate a research agenda with the 
youth service, young people and library staff, rather than impose her own research 
agenda on them. In µ:ULWLQJLQWKH+RPHDQGLQWKH6WUHHW¶ she worked with an 
KLVWRULDQDOLWHUDU\WKHRULVWDQDUWLVWDQGLQWKHFDVHRIWKHµ6SDUNV¶SURMHFWD
contemporary scientist, a town planner an anthropologist and a designer. These 
groups generated research which was emergent, complex, messy and lead to 
community co-produced outputs, problems and further questions.  
 
The first, small scale and exploratory projects the Connected Communities 
SURJUDPPHIXQGHGLQFOXGHGVFRSLQJVWXGLHVRQWRSLFVVXFKDVµ&RPPXQLW\-based 
participatory research: HWKLFDOFKDOOHQJHV¶µ7HPSRUDO&onnectivities, a Scoping Study 
RQ7LPHDQG&RQQHFWLYLW\¶DQGDQXPEHURIUHYLHZVDQGVWXGLHVRI the meanings and 
conceptual frameworks around community1.. However, in some cases, the team that 
was funded included more social science academics than those from the arts and 
humanities. In the second round of scoping studies, music, faith, film, post 
colonialism, identities, culture, narrative, linguistics, theatre, came to the fore and the 
                                                        
1  http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/Funding-Opportunities/Research-
funding/Connected-Communities/Scoping-studies-and-
reviews/Pages/Scoping-Studies-first-round.aspx 
traditional arts and humanities core subjects became entwined within new questions 
of community identities, volunteering, participation, engagement and citizenship2.  
 
The programme is now in its fourth year and the plethora of projects funded show the 
range of possibilities of an arts and humanities approach to community generated 
UHVHDUFK2QWKH&RQQHFWHG&RPPXQLWLHV¶OHDGHUVKLSIHOORZVZHEVLWHWKHSURJUDPPH
describes itself here: 
 
The AHRC is leading on Connected Communities, a cross-Council 
programme designed to help us understand the changing nature of 
communities in their historical and cultural contexts and the role of 
communities in sustaining and enhancing our quality of life. The programme 
seeks not only to connect research on communities, but to connect 
communities with research, bringing together community-engaged research 
across a number of core themes, including community health and wellbeing, 
community creativity, prosperity and regeneration, community values and 
participation, sustainable community environments, places and spaces, and 
community cultures, diversity, cohesion, exclusion, and conflict. 
(http://connected-communities.org/ accessed 2nd May 2014) 
+RZHYHUZKDWLVQRWDEO\ODFNLQJLQWKLVGHVFULSWLRQLVWKHZRUGµHGXFDWLRQ¶2IWKH
projects listed on this website , which amount to about 90 projects, (about a third of a 
total of nearly 300 projects funded through this programme) only six explicitly 
described working with schools. Schools are key sites for community engagement and 
                                                        
2 The list can be found here: http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/Funding-
Opportunities/Research-funding/Connected-
Communities/Documents/CC10-list-of-awards.pdf 
the concepts of health and well-being, creativity, cultures, diversity and cohesion and 
can all be found with the site which is a school.  Schools are placed in all 
communities and all children in most communities attend them. The making of 
schools is a cultural endeavour. Educational theory is concerned with culture, 
participation and learning, inclusion, social class, cohesion and diversity but the 
Connected Communities programme has not seen schools as an initial focus for their 
research funding. Keri Facer, one of the leadership fellows for the Connected 
Communities programme does work in an Education Department and has written on 
educational futures (Facer 2011) but in the main, the broad focus of the programme is 
on communities outside schools.  
Kate has worked mainly with young people in out of school settings including 
community libraries, homes and parks as well as with young people within schools. 
This has enabled a ways of recognizing the informal and situated nature of young 
SHRSOH¶VHQFRXQWHUVZLWKOHDUQLQJZKHWKHULWLVILVKLQJE\DSRQGZULWLQJLQDKRPH
playing the fiddle or singing songs in a Saturday club.  By listening carefully to young 
SHRSOH¶VPRGHVRIH[SUHVVLRQZD\VRINQRZLQJDQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGDHVWKHWLF
appreciation and transformation through everyday meaning making, new glimpses of 
creativity and improvisation can be gleaned (eg Pahl 2012, 2014). In doing so, Kate 
has drawn on a lens from US based researchers such as Glynda Hull and Lalitha 
Vasudevan, situated within educational contexts in universities, who themselves are 
engaging with aesthetics and ways of knowing from literary theory (Hull and Nelson 
2009, Vasudevan 2011).  
In these studies, aesthetic theory can be brought into an understanding of young 
SHRSOH¶VHQJDJHPHQWLQWH[WVDQGZD\VRINQRZLQJFDQEHFRPHHPERGLHGDQG
VLWXDWHGZKHQFRQIURQWHGZLWK\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFUHDWLYHDQGLPSURYLVDWRry practices 
(See also Hallam and Ingold 2007, Willis 2000, Ingold 2013). These moments of 
engagement echo the work of the late Martin Hughes in recognizing informal learning 
settings and contexts, and are important sites for educational research (Tizard and 
Hughes 2003). What has made it chiefly possible for Kate to do this, however are 
collaborations with colleagues from Philosophy, English literature, Archaeology and 
History together with sustained research collaborations with artists and poets. These 
kinds of groupings have opened up ways of knowing that have also enabled her to 
look at learning differently. 
The Dilemma 
So why are education departments not cross Faculty departments, where the arts and 
humanities are recognized, and why do the ESRC and AHRC persist in finding it 
difficult to fund complex, messy, cross disciplinary research that focuses on young 
people and DGXOWV¶H[SHULHQFHVRIOHDUQLQJLQPDQ\VHWWLQJV"6RPHRIWKLVLVWKH
determinism of scholarship. Because Education departments in the UK are situated in 
Social Science Faculties, in the main, working across disciplines, with colleagues 
from the arts and humanities, is made more difficult. Schools are seen as places where 
social science theoretical perspectives are inherently useful and applicable. Social 
science has mapped communities and schools as being where that activity takes place, 
whereas arts and humanities researchers are more likely to be found in museums, 
galleries and everyday and, anthropologically, in parks, homes, historical sites and 
monuments. This deterministic mapping of sites onto disciplines is naturalized within 
research assumptions.  
The difficulty is also within the way in which education as a field has been perceived. 
The predominate tone of the BERA journal has tended to social science. The journal 
describes itself as interdisciplinary but begins with a social science oriented model of 
research, 
The Journal is interdisciplinary in approach, and includes reports of case 
studies, experiments and surveys, discussions of conceptual and 
methodological issues and of underlying assumptions in educational research, 
accounts of research in progress, and book reviews. 
(http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com.eresources.shef.ac.uk/journal/10.1002/(ISSN)1
469-3518/homepage/ProductInformation.html accessed 5th May 2014) 
Where the arts as a field is seen as useful it is seen as a mechanism for engagement or 
as a site for sociological enquiry.  For example, taking a recent article on the arts in 
the BERA journal, Robson (2014) identifies, through observational work, creativity in 
FKLOGUHQ¶VOHDUQLQJDQGEHKDYLRXUV7KHVWXG\FRQFHUQHGZLWKLGHQWLI\LQJDQG
SURPRWLQJ\RXQJFKLOGUHQ¶VFUHDWLYHWKLQNLQJKRZHYHULQYRNHVVRFLDOVFLHQFHLQIXVHG
paradigms in order to justify a way of knowing and thinking about creativity that is 
observation based: 
There are, of course, issues of validity and reliability here, particularly given 
the inferential nature of observing behaviour, and imputing creative thinking 
to it. However, in both respects, the combination of observation with video 
recording is particularly helpful. (Robson 2014: 126) 
The study is sensitively conducted and framed. However at no point does the author 
consider artistic methodologies, such as the studio method described below, or modes 
of enquiry that might draw from artistic creative thinking, as a way of justifying the 
study. It remains situated in the realm of the social scientific literature on observation, 
albeit with a focus on creativity. The article draws on the work of Burnard et al (2008) 
in identifying the conditions for growth for creativity.  
This work came out of the immense amount of qualitative research studies funded 
through the Creative Partnerships project.  In this programme, much useful research 
was conducted about the impact of artists in schools. However, the methodology and 
approaches used by academics to evaluate or consider the role of the arts was less 
likely to be arts based. Social science was still employed to understand and recognize 
what artists brought to schools (eg Galton 2010). What we have identified that is 
required is a turn to a more explicitly focused arts-based methodology to understand 
education processes and practices. Below Kate describes some Connected 
Communities projects she has been involved with, and outlines how arts based 
methodologies have led her to a more nuanced understanding of educational processes 
and practices. This leads us to an argument about the need to make these approaches 
more visible to funders across the AHRC and the ESRC.  
Arts methodologies in educational contexts 
 
In a series of projects funded by the AHRC ±led Connected Communities programme, 
an arts and humanities perspective was brought to bear on what could be described as 
µHGXFDWLRQDO¶FRQWH[WViWhile not all of these projects were directly conducted within 
schools, all were concerned with experiential and tacit knowledge, ways of knowing 
that were not dependant on social scientific categories or modes of enquiry. The 
projects were conducted with academics from English, History, Music, Philosophy as 
well as Education together with artists, musicians, poets and community researchers 
from the youth service, anglers, teachers and young people. We engaged in 
collaborative processes of enquiry drawing on methodologies that included 
collaborative ethnography, oral storytelling, writing, film-making, music making, 
poetry, philosophical reflection, dance and reverie. We projected films that were 
made by young people onto the wall of the youth centre in a park, went fishing, wrote 
poetry, produced books and performed music. The processes and practices of doing 
these things however, were also subject to research enquiry that led to insights about 
learning, transmission of knowledge, skills and cultures and ways of knowing that 
were applicable to the field of Education. 
 
Identifying the conditions for growth for this kind of work to take place has been 
itself a mode of enquiry. In joint publications (Pahl and Pool 2011, Pahl, Pool and 
Steadman-Jones 2012, Pahl and Pool, in press), we have begun to identify ways in 
ZKLFKDVDFDGHPLFVZHKDYHKDGWRµOHWJR¶RIWUDGLWLRQDOPRGHVRIHQTXLU\WKHµFDVH
VWXG\¶WKHLQWHUYLHZWKHVXUYH\DQGLQVWHDGSOXQJHLQWRDVLWXDWHGRSHQDQG
emergent form of enquiry. In doing so, we have been helped by work in the field of 
post-modern emergence (Somerville 2013) relational aesthetics (Kester 2004, 2011) 
practice as research (Barrett and Bolt 2007) and embodied and situated forms of 
anthropological practice (Ingold 2011, 2013, Pink 2009). We have had to abandon the 
HGLILFHVRIVRFLDOVFLHQFHUHVHDUFKDQGUHVRUWWRWKHµPHVV¶RIWKHHPHUJHQWDQGPHVV\
research life as it has lived, often dissolving our methods in the field to make sense of 
it. In doing so, we were helped by the work of John Law (2004) who in his book 
µ$IWHU0HWKRG¶VXJJHVWHGWKDWPHWKRGVDQGHYHQPRUHVRWKHLUSUDFWLFHVFRQVWUXFWHG
WKHUHDOLW\WKH\SXUSRUWHGWRGHVFULEH,QGRLQJVRZHKDYHUHWXUQHGWR(LVQHU¶V
understanding of arts based methodologies as producing a more complex, subtle and 
experiential mode of inquiry (2002:19). This can be understood as a mode of knowing 
that can be drawn upon in all reflective practice contexts. Eisner was able to articulate 
this way of knowing in order to propose a much broader understanding of educational 
processes and practices. It is this vision that we draw on here.   
 
When thinking about methods, the focus in these projects was the way in which 
different kinds of knowledge surfaced across the project, and hierarchies of 
knowledge were de-VWDEDOL]HG7KHFRQFHSWRIDFDGHPLFDVµNQRZLQJEHVW¶ZDV
contingent within a wider structure of thinking.   For example, within the 
µ&RPPXQLFDWLQJ :LVGRP)LVKLQJDQG<RXWK:RUN¶SURMHFWDJURXSRIXVZRUNHG
with young people to explore the experience of fishing. Wisdom, in this case, the lore 
and understanding of fishing, could be found within the anglers, or within the young 
SHRSOH:HDOVRUHDGµ7KH&RPSOHDW$QJOHU¶E\,]DDN:DOWRQRULJLQDOO\ZULWWHQLQ
1653, as well as poems about fishing. We also engaged with (and in the case of Johan 
6LHEHUV¶ZRUNWUDQVODWHG %ORFK¶VWUHDWLVHµ2Q:LVGRP¶DQGUHDG%ORFK¶Vµ7UDFHV¶
(1969/2006). In our project proposal we said the following: 
 
We aim to consider, from an explicit arts and humanities perspective, the role 
of fishing in youth work. In fishing practices, opportunities for the inter-
generational communication of wisdom can be activated, which, however, 
carry their own temporal organization. The arts and humanities are particularly 
well-placed to articulate the experiential dimension of the practice of 
communicating wisdom in communities.  
 
Part of the project involved writing fieldnotes, which documented sitting by the pond 
watching young people fishing. I (Kate) immersed in the experience of fishing. Below 
is an extract from the fieldnotes: 
 
I felt like the evening went on for a long time. Jean got hungry for her tea. 
Steve, Dylan and the others sat still and caught fish while I watched moorhens 
and gulls. The water plopped with flies and fish and glittered in the evening 
sun. The fishermen brought tea to drink in a thermos and drank it. Sometimes 
we got cold and put on our jackets but in the sun it was lovely. It was like 
nobody could drag themselves away from the bank. Dylan was in an amazing 
rythmn of catching fish. Martin smiled and told me of his early morning fish 
that day. Jean told me about her worries about her job. I told her I wanted to 
be a river board man when I grew up. We began a group of figures in a 
landscape. Jean said the young boys had become totally different through this 
project, still and absorbed, self confident.  (Fieldnotes Kate Pahl June 2013) 
 
In the process of doing the project, young people wrote about the experience. Kirsty, 
here, describes her experience of fishing, 
 
Kirsty: fishing helps you because it calms you down when you are sat there. 
What I found, with the pond, when I was watching it, I was really calm just 
watching the water. When it were like spitting a little bit it looked amazing on 
the water because it was so peaceful, you could see the little rings just 
spreading out (Writing November 2013) 
 
Likewise, Jean, youth worker, wrote about her experience of fishing, 
 
Jean: The beauty envelopes you, the sun reflecting on the water, the little 
midges above the water, reflections in the waves, little frog, birds,  and then 
you get the almighty snake swimming past, as much as the sun shining on the 
ZDWHUZHKDYHVDWXQGHUDQXPEUHOODLWZHUHSRXULQJGRZQZHGLGQ¶WFDUH
did we, we ZHUHVDWLQLWZHUHQ¶WZHZHGLGQ¶WFDUH:HZDQWHGWRFDWFKD
ILVKZHUHQ¶WZH",WZHUHSRXULQJZLWKUDLQ± WKDW¶VDQRWKHUZRUOGWKHSLWWHU
patter and pouring off edges and then you see if from a different angle (writing 
November 2013) 
 
In all of these extracts, the aesthetic experience of fishing comes to the fore. Silence, 
contemplation and stillness as well as beauty, become core parts of what it means to 
fish. Passing on fishing from generation to generation requires an aesthetic 
appreciation of what that might mean, how fishing is taught and transmitted. This is a 
different way of knowing from an instrumentalised notion of skill and wisdom, but is 
more situated and contingent upon experience. We explored the ways in which skills 
and experience resided within the anglers, the young people, their families and in the 
FRPPXQLW\:HFRQVLGHUHGWKHFRPPXQLW\µIXQGVRINQRZOHGJH¶*RQ]DOH]0ROO
and Amanti 2005) as important when setting up the project, and saw the skills, 
knowledge and experience encoded into the fishing process as important resources for 
hope and sites of possibility. The project focused on how knowledge can cross 
between and develop within communities of practice that share a very different 
vocabulary and sets of priorities.   Of particular interest was the way in which 
different kinds of knowledge surfaced across the project, and hierarchies of 
knowledge were de-VWDELOL]HG7KHFRQFHSWRIWKHDFDGHPLFDVµNQRZLQJEHVW¶ZDV
contingent within a wider structure of thinking.  Wisdom, in this case, the lore and 
understanding of fishing, could be found within the anglers, or within the young 
people. In a very broad sense, this project was educational in focus.  
 
Arts and humanities forms of enquiry 
 
In all of the projects, we (in this case a group of academics, artists, youth workers and 
young people associated with the projects) identified a core way of working which 
FRXOGEHLGHQWLILHGDVµVWXGLRSUDFWLFH¶ZKLFKVHHPHGWRHPERG\DQDZDUHQHVVRI
emergent practice, and joint collaborative thinking and conceptualizations that can 
address community co-produced research questions or problems. We took the concept 
of experiential knowledge as a mode of enquiry from Barrett (2007): 
 
Experience operates within the domain of the aesthetic, and knowledge 
produced through aesthetic experience is always contextual and situated. The 
continuity of artistic experience with normal processes of living is derived 
from an impulse to handle materials and to think and feel through their 
handling. Sensation, feeling and thought are progressively differentiated 
phases of our embodied relationship to objects in the world. (Barrett 2007:1) 
 
Barratt identified modes of enquiry that lay outside a social scientific ways of 
knowing and constructing enquiry. She argued for the studio as a form of enquiry, and 
WKDWµWKHLPSDFWRISUDFWLFHDVUHVHDUFKLV\HWWREHIXOO\UHDOL]HG¶6KH
proposed a studio model of enquiry,  
 
«VWXGLRSURGXFWLRQDVUHVHDUFKLs predicated on an alternative logic of 
practice often resulting in the generation of new ways of modelling meaning, 
knowledge and social relations, (Barrett 2007:2). 
 
In the descriptions of the projects below, a much more entangled and contingent view 
of engaged educational research emerges, which is both situated and community 
driven but engages with aesthetics, embodied and tacit knowledge and ways of 
knowing that are connected to the arts. The concept of projects as single authored and 
the product of one academic also is de-centred in the process of doing Connected 
&RPPXQLWLHV¶IXQGHGSURMHFWV3DUWRIWKHFRUHIXQGLQJFULWHULDLQFOXGHGD
FRPPLWPHQWWRµFR-SURGXFWLRQ¶ and community co-constructed research. We did draw 
on sociologically inspired models from, for example Hart and Wolff (2006), and Hart 
et al (2013) looking at university community partnerships, together with Armstrong 
and Banks (2011) who, with community partners, explored dialogic co-enquiry 
spaces. These helped us understand how structure was important to shifting the 
balance of power between community and university modes of knowledge and 
enquiry. We also considered PRUHDUWVIRFXVHGPRGHOVLQFOXGLQJ:LWNLQ¶VFRQFHSWRI
DµKROGLQJIRUP¶:LWNLQZKLFKFDQEHVHHQDVDMRLQWO\FRQVWUXFWHGVHQVDWH
space to work through ideas. 7KHWHUPµKROGLQJIRUP¶QDPHVWKHFRQWH[WWKDWIRFXVHV
the working through of the sensate problem.   To quote Witkin (1974: 181): 
 
The effectiveness of a holding form depends upon its complete simplicity. [...] 
The sensate problem itself consists of the structure of sensate disturbance 
ZKLFK,KDYHGHVFULEHGLQWHUPVRIµFRQWUDVWV¶µGLVFRUGV¶µLGHQWLWLHV¶HWF>@
The individual produces a form that captures these structural characteristics in 
their barest essentials.  It is the essential gestalt of the disturbance that is held 
in the holding form.  
 
This provided a language for working through an emergent issue. Rather than talk 
DERXWUHVHDUFKµTXHVWLRQV¶RUSUREOHPVLQWUDGLWLRQDOVRFLDOVFLHQFHODQJXDJHZH
FRXOGWDONDERXWµSURYRFDWLRQV¶. For example, on a project callHGµ/DQJXDJHDV
7DOLVPDQ¶ZHZHUHDEOHWRXVHWKHWLWOHRIWKHSURMHFWDVDSURYRFDWLRQWRFRQVLGHUKRZ
language could be used as a protective force within and outside school contexts (Pahl 
et al 2013). The phrase united the project and served as a starting point for the 
research. :HDOVRUHFRJQL]HGDVZHOODV.HVWHU¶VFRQFHSWRIUHODWLRQDODHVWKHWLFVDQG
co-constructed conversations that enabled a kind of opening up of spaces for research 
enabling a more equal exchange of ideas and concepts (2004, 2011).  
 
We also recognized the value of combining a literary and embodied understanding of 
everyday life with a focus on the meaning making practices of young people together 
with sociological contextual framing. This was provided by collaborative 
ethnography, a methodology developed by Eric Lassiter and Beth Campbell in their 
work in the town of Muncie Indiana in the US (Lassiter 2005, Campbell and Lassiter 
2010). Lassiter and his colleagues worked with a particular community in Muncie, 
Indiana to create a model for research where the community conducted, framed and 
researched their own concerns and histories (Lassiter et al 2004). By making explicit 
the framing and decision making around research collaborations, Lassiter and his 
colleagues could surface ways in which research decisions could be traced within 
community contexts. At the same time as doing this, we were realizing that our 
community co-research team could also make decisions about methodologies, and 
ways of knowing, a process we were beginning to call co-production. 
 
In writing up this work, collaborative ethnography as a methodology combined with 
literary and hermeneutic enquiry led to a mode of enquiry that was situated and 
contingent.  Part of this led back to the work of literary cultural theorists such as 
Richard Hoggart  (1957) and Raymond Williams (1989/1957), who engaged, much 
more broadly, with issues of culture and social processes but drawing on their own, 
engaged experience within those contexts. 6WXDUW+DOODUJXHGWKDW+RJJDUW¶V
analysis brought a sociological imagination to an understanding of culture in action, 
and argued for this kind of writing, engaged, personal, empathetic, located: 
 
«WKHUHZDVWKHPHWKRGRORJLFDOLQQRYDWLRQHYLGHQFHGLQ+RJJDUW¶VDGDSWDWLRQ
of the literary-critiFDOPHWKRGRIµFORVHUHDGLQJ¶WRWKHVRFLRORJLFDOWDVNRI
LQWHUSUHWLQJWKHOLYHGPHDQLQJVRIDFXOWXUH2QHVD\VµVRFLRORJLFDO¶EXW
clearly something more innovative than standard empirical sociological 
methods was required ± QRWKLQJOHVVWKDQDNLQGRIµVRFLDOKHUPHQHXWLFV¶LV
implied in these interpretive procedures (Hall 2007: 43) 
 
+RJJDUW¶VIRFXVRQWKHPHDQLQJVRIHYHU\GD\FXOWXUHDQGRQDµFORVHUHDGLQJ¶RIWKDW
culture offered a form of engaged, materially situated scholarship that was both 
literary, but sociologically informed. It provided a close attention to detail that 
became a kind of attentiveness, or a bearing witness to everyday life.  If united with a 
concern for drawing on resources for community change and support, this approach 
can lever in possibilities for social action. Hoggart proposed a felt, embodied and 
sympathetic mode of understanding, located in the ordinary, everyday and mundane 
but reaching out to a much broader apprehension of what scholarship can and should 
be in the world (see Pahl 2014).  
 
Conclusion 
 
We would like to suggest a widening of the scope of educational research to 
incorporate and take account of some of this new emergent work but also a 
recognition of what the arts and humanities has to offer education, not as a field 
within education but as an approach and a lens for educational research. Some of it 
may be fairly conventional close readings of interviews or videos of classrooms, as in 
Marshall and Drummond (2006). Some of it may be the more innovative (see Pahl 
and Pool 2011, Pahl, Pool and Steadman-Jones 2012) drawing on postmodern 
theorists like Somerville (2013) or relational aesthetics like Kester (2004).  Both, 
however, take an arts based approach to educational research which, at present, not 
recognized by either awarding body or by the field of educational research as it 
currently stands in Britain. We would like to propose an opening out of the field of 
HGXFDWLRQDOUHVHDUFKWKDWUHFRJQL]HVOLWHUDU\DQGDUWLVWLFHQTXLU\DVµYDOLG¶DQGXVHIXO
ways of knowing and understanding the field of practice, both in classrooms and 
beyond. 
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